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Ernesto Javier Martínez’s On Making Sense: Queer Race Narratives of Intelligibility is a lucid study of 
the epistemes of queer of color narratives. Martínez argues 
that “queers of color have been developing a decolonial re-
alist understanding of knowledge acquisition in oppressive 
contexts, one distinguished by a recurring preoccupation 
with intelligibility” (13). The author names the narratives 
by queer Black, Latina/o and Asian American authors 
and artists as a praxis of decolonial realism because they 
“[have] to do with tackling the complex epistemic issues 
at stake in resistance and survival for queer of color 
communities, as well as understanding the unique role 
[that] literary and cultural production might play in ar-
ticulating knowledge that has emerged from subjugation, 
distortion, and attempts at erasure” (13). Martínez’s goal 
is a renewed critique of the Eurocentric epistemologies 
employed by white scholars of postmodern, feminist, 
poststructuralist, and queer theory. He contends that 
these scholars and theories dismiss identity and objec-
tivity, and they most often misread, misappropriate, or 
simply ignore the epistemic labor of people of color. This 
racial logic produces scholarship imbued with racist 
significance because it relegates queers of colors to being 
unintelligible as social theorists, and their narratives as 
illegitimate forms of social theory. In contrast, Martínez 
posits queer race narrative forms as projects laboring 
to frame communities of color as viable foundations of 
liberatory futures.
On Making Sense consists of an introduction and 
five chapters where Martínez offers close readings of 
cultural texts that are dedicated to accounting for the 
emotional processes of engaging and producing knowl-
edge under contexts of oppression. The introduction, 
“On the Practice and Politics of Intelligibility,” outlines 
the book’s contents by providing a critical engagement 
between realist and antirealist theoretical discourses on 
identity and epistemology. The author draws primarily 
from theorists of decolonization and realist theorists to 
understand queer of color writers as decolonial realists. 
Key to his critique of antirealist arguments is that these do 
not adequately “address [the] profound forms of injustice 
affecting queers of color, [thus] particularly affecting them 
in their capacity to know and be known” (13).  
The next five chapters develop Martínez’s argument 
that the epistemic project of queer of color narratives 
(“to know and be known”) is a “better, more accurate 
knowledge” (6) for theorizing social and political liter-
acy. Chapter 1, “Morrison and Butler on Language and 
Knowledge,” is a close reading of Toni Morrison’s Nobel 
Lecture in Literature as a theory of language that is mis-
used by Judith Butler in Excitable Speech. For Martínez, 
the Lecture put forth the idea that language was a living 
entity that humanity have control over, and that hence-
forth humans are also responsible for their narrative 
praxis of both liberatory and oppressive language. Butler, 
however, selectively reads and twists Morrison’s text in 
order to develop her own argument that language writ 
large is violence by definition and it produces the human 
condition as inherently vulnerable. Chapter 2, “Dying 
to Know in Baldwin’s Another Country,” borrows from 
Morrison’s liberatory potential of language to read the sui-
cidal sensibility of James Baldwin’s novel. Literary critics 
have often dismissed Another Country for its difficulty, 
but Martínez finds that “through it Baldwin examines 
how self-knowledge in oppressive contexts often depends 
on people making extreme shifts in their conception of 
self –of who they are in relation to their society” (46). He 
argues that the novel’s characters wrestle with risking their 
self-identity if they are to gain a better knowledge of their 
lives, that they risk (both metaphorically and physically) 
dying in order “to come to know more fully” (47) and 
sustain their lives in a world structured by oppression. 
Chapter 3, “Queer Latina/o Migrant Labor,” studies 
practices of spatiality and spatialization as processes 
whereby queers of color living in multiple oppressions 
acquire knowledge. As an effort “to understand some of 
the migratory ways that queer Latinas/os have negotiated 
social and epistemic well-being in oppressive contexts” 
(111), Martínez closely reads queer Latina/o cultural 
production of the 1980s and 1990s to argue that dis-
tancing from communities of origin is not always, nor 
necessarily, a progressive route towards liberation. He 
182     Book Reviews	 Diálogo
Armando García Volume 18 Number 1 Spring 2015
posits that the migrant labor of queers of color theorizes 
both communities of origin and destination as structures 
that are spatially-designed to regulate sociality and the 
production of knowledge. In Chapter 4,“Shifting the Site 
of Queer Enunciation,” Martínez then provides a close 
reading of recent fiction by Manuel Muñoz and Randall 
Kenan. The author argues that these queer writers of color 
approach experience and identity through a praxis that 
he calls “shifting the site of queer enunciation,” or the 
displacing of narrative authority from a singular speaking 
queer subject to a multifocal and intersubjective narration. 
This form breaks with homodiegetic approaches to queer 
narratives by turning to heterodiegesis in order to give 
readers epistemic access to a sociality of queerness that 
is most often silenced. Distributing enunciation from the 
singular to a communal subject “makes visible the shared 
quality of queer experience” (116) by making it explicit 
that queerness is “social, coproduced, and shared” (115). 
If the heterodiegetic approach employed by Munoz 
and Kenan is what he proposes as a blueprint for remaking 
the sociality of queerness, Martínez closes his book by 
turning to a performer whose forms of art open up this 
social realm so that we can experience and make sense 
of the world in relation to it. Chapter 5, “Cho’s Faggot 
Pageantry” brings the fabulousity of Margaret Cho to 
bear on the queer race narratives studied in the previous 
chapters. For the author, Cho’s comedic performances 
are acts of witnessing to the complex sites from within 
which she and gay men negotiate practices of everyday life 
under subjugation. He argues that her embrace of queer 
subjectivity “is a radical honoring of gay male agency 
under duress,” as much as it is her self-implication in “a 
commitment to make lasting change to the communi-
ties we inhabit together” (138). In disidentifying with 
heterosexual models of sociality, Cho’s performances 
cultivate solidarity with queer of color practices that aim 
to radically redefine the social world.
Written in a prose that is almost poetic, On Making 
Sense is an urgent contribution to epistemology and 
studies of literature, race, gender and sexuality. Martínez’s 
superb analysis of this wide range of queer race narratives 
and theoretical frameworks invokes schools of thought 
that few scholars can negotiate as succinctly as he does 
in this book. The author moves with ease between close 
readings of literary texts and incisive interpretations of 
philosophical treatises, and this is a mastery of prose 
and critical analysis that academic writing can aspire to 
emulate. His arguments regarding the decolonial realisms 
of queer race narratives are innovative and are sure to 
continue the conversation between decolonization and 
realist theory. Martínez’s readers will determine if his 
ideas are a solid engagement with decoloniality, or if his 
relegation of embodiment to textual readings adequate-
ly grapples with the epistemology of the body. Indeed, 
this book propels us to address the difficulty of making 
sense of ourselves amidst oppressive regimes of being 
and knowing, and it is sure to change how we think of 
the epistemology of queer race narratives. 
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